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Introduction 


Buddhism has influenced the life and thinking of the people in Ladakh owing to its widespread presence in this 
region. One can argue that it is this presence that has lent itself to the peace loving ways of the Ladakhi peo- 

ple. However, monks, monasteries and religious practices remain disconnected from the social and moral order. 
It would be fair to say that amidst the harsh mountainous environment of Ladakh, co-operation and goodwill 
amongst people is crucial for survival. Major crimes are unknown within this region. Ladakhi people broadly ide- 
alize a harmonious, sustainable and peaceful life. Children are loved, and looked after, growing up to be part of a 
strong giving and receiving relationship. The people in general, come across as irrepressibly happy, with a strong 
sense of self. They remain connected to their land having developed a close bond with their natural surroundings 
due to their daily lifestyle. 


They remain detached and their contentment does not rest on external situations, but rather on their inner 
calmness. Buddhism certainly fosters some of these feelings. 


Numerous monasteries, well read and well traveled monks that are spreading the religion globally, the simple 
lives of peace loving people, the sensitive border areas, the rocky landscapes at whose mercy the people travel, 
the patient and long waits for the arrival of food, newspapers and more through trucks traveling into Ladakh - 
are causal factors that shape the way people live and think, through their daily life. 


The sparse empty landscapes, vastness of nature, absence of any network or power in most areas, also contrib- 
utes to the mental well being and meditative atmosphere in Ladakh. Most people travel here to disconnect from 


their routine, day-to-day life and come closer to nature. 


This module documents some of the practices that | came across while working in this region. 


D’source 


Digital Learning Environment for Design - www.dsource.in 


Design Resource 


Practicing Peace 

‘Life, learnings and more from Ladakh’ 
by 

Ruchi Shah 

IDC, IIT Bombay 


Source: 
https://dsource.in/resource/practicing-peace/ 
introduction 


, An ‘Om Mani Padme Hum’ chant painted on a stone near the highway to Hanle, Changthang. 
1. Introduction 


2. Balanced Stones 

3. Prayer Flags and Wheels 

4. Auspicious Symbols and Paintings 
5. Chortens or Stupas 

6. Mani Stones 

7. Contact Details 


Auspicious chants can be seen frequently painted on stones and mountains. 
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aria Balanced Stones 
Practicing Peace 
‘Life, learnings and more from Ladakh’ Small, piles of rocky stones that are balanced trickily can be found in the most unseen and undiscovered places, 
by apart from roadsides and monasteries. According to the locals, people do this to find inner peace and balance. It 
Ruchi Shah is a little stupa with rocks. 
IDC, IIT Bombay 


Balanced stones are a sign of deep focus, as it takes effort to pile odd shaped stones, of different weights. They 
are balanced in such a way that they remain undisturbed for a long period of time. 


Sometimes it is done to mark a place of importance - where a person has spent time, or which a person finds 
meditative. 


Source If observed carefully, even Ladakhi architecture follows this system of stacking rocks and stones to create parti- 


tions and walls, which are then simply filled in with cement or mud. 


2. Balanced Stones 


Balanced stones found in the Sumur region of Ladakh, Steadfast and still, they are small invisible monuments 
near an old temple. that mark the presence of civilization. 
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Balanced stones. Created as a visual mark on the Khar-dung-la Pass - the 
world’s highest motorable road in Ladakh - are 
numerous stone arrangements. 
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Prayer Flags 


‘May you live a long life. May your journey be safe. May all obstacles disappear from your path’ - are some of the 
messages printed onto the prayer flags that are characteristically found tied in the most remote areas of Ladakh. 


Originally written on cloth banners the Indian Sutras were shared with other regions across the world as prayer 
flags. 


Sometimes used to mark the presence of a monastery, prayer flags can also be found draped across bridges, tied 
onto bikes and cars making long journeys, waving in the wind blowing through treacherous terrains and pinned 
onto home, shop fronts for good luck. 


‘Lung-Ta’the horizontal, rectangular prayer flag and ‘Darchor’the vertical flag are the two different types that 
can be seen all over Ladakh. The belief is that if hung in high places the blessings depicted on the flag will be 
carried all over the region. When the wind touches these flags the air is sanctified and becomes pure, emanating 
good vibrations. 


In a region where oxygen is less, temperatures can hit an all time low, ice covered roads that prevent any form 
of transportation, communication heavily dependent on the fragile network and economy running only on 5 
months of tourism; people have to keep hope. They have to have faith. 


Prayer flags, apart from being auspicious are symbols of hope. They give an identity to the region of Ladakh. They 
are often in sets of five colors, blue, white, red, green and yellow in that order, fluttering in the strong winds. Blue 
symbolizes the sky and space, white symbolizes the air and wind, red symbolizes fire, green symbolizes water and 
yellow symbolizes earth. 
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Prayer flags are hung on trucks and bikes which drive _ Prayer flags are hung on bikes which drive along the 
along the mountainous terrains. mountainous terrains. 
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They almost form the identity of the city. No landscape 


or photo from Ladakh is complete without prayer flags. 


No landscape or photo from Ladakh is complete 
without prayer flags. 


No landscape or photo fro 
without prayer flags. 


m Ladakh is complete 
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3a. Prayer Flags 


Prayer flags spanning across a high hill in Lamayuru. Prayer flags spanning across a river bridge. 


Bridges that connect different and remote places of There may be no sign of human life, water, electricity or 
Ladakh are also draped with numerous prayer flags asa any other vehicle, but you will be sure to find a prayer 
mark of auspiciousness. flag fluttering in the air on some distant hill. 
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Prayer Wheels 


Prayer wheels are cylindrical bodies made from metal or wood, containing verses of spiritual text and mantras. 
The verses written in bodhi are printed on many circular parchments which are then sheaved into the cylindrical 
body of the wheel. 


Even a single clockwise rotation of the prayer wheel while chanting the ‘Om Mani Padme Hum’ mantra, is said to 
negate bad energy and add good karma to a person's life. 


There are different types of prayer wheels that exist in the region of Ladakh. The most common one is the Mani 
wheel, which is the hand-held prayer wheel that is rotated by a movement of the wrist. Also commonly found are 
small prayer wheels mounted on a wooden base that can be placed on little tables around the house. 


Most monasteries around Ladakh have large, fixed, metal wheels arranged side-by-side in a row. Devotee’s can 
spin the entire row of wheels by simply sliding their hands over each prayer wheel, nudging them to move ina 
clockwise direction. 


Traditionally decorsted prayer wheels at the Monastery 
in the Leh market. 


Can you see the prayers written in the Bodhi script? 


D’source 


Design Resource 


Practicing Peace 

‘Life, learnings and more from Ladakh’ 
by 

Ruchi Shah 

IDC, IIT Bombay 


Source: 
https://dsource.in/resource/practicing-peace/prayer- 
flags-and-wheels/prayer-wheels 


1. Introduction 
2. Balanced Stones 
3. Prayer Flags and Wheels 
3a. Prayer Flags 
3b. Prayer Wheels 
4. Auspicious Symbols and Paintings 
5. Chortens or Stupas 
6. Mani Stones 
7. Contact Details 


Fe > a 
: 7 

, 
> ip P| 


\ 
3 
= 7 — _ 
a fg , 
ff 
; sy 


A prayer wheel inside a niche at the Stok M 


onastery. A prayer wheel inside a niche at the Stok Monastery. 
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3b. Prayer Wheels 


A broken part of the prayer wheel reveals the ancient A prayer wheel inside a niche at the Stok Monastery. 
circular prayer scriptures placed inside the wheel. 
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Prayer wheels are placed all around the temple, walking in the clockwise direction they have to be turned the 
same way (similar to the movement of the sun across the sky). Each wheel contains prayer scriptures, hence on 
turning them it is believed that one can collect wisdom and good karma while purifying the negativities. 


3b. Prayer Wheels 


Asmall table top prayer wheel that can be turned by A small table top prayer wheel that can be turned by 
spinning the protruding metal rod. spinning the protruding metal rod. 
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‘Life, learnings and more from Ladakh’ There are eight auspicious symbols in Tibetan Buddhism. Each one is said to represent a Buddhist teaching and 
by when they appear together their powers get multiplied. They can be painted on the road, on doors, carved onto 
Ruchi Shah tables and so on. 

IDC, IIT Bombay 


Deriving from Indian iconography these are the symbols: 


The parasol or Chattra’ represents royalty and spiritual power. The fishes or ‘SSuvarnamatsya’ depict good fortune, 
while the treasure vase or ‘kalasha’symbolizes spiritual and material abundance. Spiritual purity is characterized 
by alotus or padma’ While a conch shell or ‘sankha’- illustrates the fame of Buddha's teachings. The complex 
geometrical endless knot or Shrivasta’shows the infinite wisdom of Buddha. A ‘Dhvaja’or victory banner signifies 


Pontes, the victory of wisdom over ignorance. And finally, the ‘Dharmachakra’that symbolizes Buddhism as a whole. 
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The endless knot. ‘Shrivasta’ 
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The conch. ‘Sankha’ 


The lotus. ‘Padma’ The golden fishes. ‘Suvarnamatsya’. All these symbols 
have been painted on the road outside the Shachikul 
Monastery in the Nubra district of Ladakh. 
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The treasure vase - ‘Kalasha’ 


The lotus. ‘Padma’ 
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The golden fishes - ‘Suvarnamatsya’ 


The chhatra or umbrella. 
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The victory banner or Dhwaja. 


The Dharmachakra. 
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The Choktse or low, oblong table with a carving of the 
Buddhist symbols, is popular with the locals and 
tourists who also buy these handcrafted modular 
tables. 


Source: 
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Symbols and Paintings 
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4. Auspicious 
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There are eight symbols of Buddhism, sixofthem have A union of all eight symbols creates a beautiful motif in 
been hand painted on a door in the Stok Palace, where _ the centre of the table. 
the royal family of Ladakh resides. 
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Chortens or Stupas 


The region of Ladakh can be seen dotted with numerous stupas of different types and constructions. Right from 
painted white heaps and mounds to meticulously constructed geometrical stupas, they can be seen sitting on 
hilltops, valleys and highways in villages. 


Legends have stated that the earliest stupa was just a mound of clay or mud covering the remains and relics of 
Lord Buddha. After the Parinirvana of Buddha his ashes were collected and placed under 8 different chortens. 


Built for different reasons, the distinctive stupas symbolize major events from Buddha's life. It is a rare sight to 
see all the 8 different chortens together. 


Some locals build stupas themselves as a way to symbolize an event or dedicate it to a senior lama. Some local 
families commission to having stupas erected for peace and prosperity. In olden days it was even a form of pun- 
ishment, which could wipe away your bad deeds and bring you good karma. 


The different types of stupas are: 
Enlightenment Stupa, Stupa of Many Doors, Stupa of Descent from the God Realm, Stupa of Great Miracles, Stu- 
pa of Reconciliation and Stupa of Complete Victory. 


a 
A representation of a stupa through a collage made by +A monk overlooks a landscape filled wi 
a student called Stanzin Singay from Leh. different stupa’s. 
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ENLIGHTENMENT CONDLETE VICTORY 


Illustration of the Stupa of Complete Victory. 
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a = - 

The Enlightenment Stupa is symbolic of his attainment of enlightenment 
under the Bodhi Tree. The Stupa of Complete Victory celebrates Buddha's life 
prolonged by 3 months, represented by 3 steps. 


peers b (Tait Yom 


The Lotus Blossom Stupa represent the seven first steps of Buddha in all 4 
directions, where lotuses sprang. The Stupa of Many Doors signifies his 
teaches that he gave his students in Sarnath. The series of the doors 
represents The Four noble Truths, Six Perfections, Eight fold Path and the 
Twelve links in the chain of Dependant Origination. 
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LOTUS BLOSSOM MANY DOORS 


Four steps represent the noble truths, six perfections, an eightfold path and 
twelve links. 


DESCENT FRON TRE GOD REALM GREAT MIRACLES 


Illustrations of The Stupa of Descent from the God Realm. 
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https://dsource.in/resource/practicing-peace/ The Stupa of Descent from the God Realm symbolizes the story of how 
chortens-or-stupas Buddha at the age of 42 spent time in the Tushita heaven where his mother 
took rebirth, as a token of her kindness he taught dhamma to her 
reincarnation. Stupa of Great Miracles commemorates certain miracles 
1. Introduction performed by Buddha when he was 50 years old. 
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The Stupa of Reconciliation signifies the resolution that Buddha brought 
about over a dispute among the Sangha and the Stupa of Niravana refers to 
Buddha’s death at the age of 80 and his inclusion into the highest state of 
mind. It is usually bell shaped, however in the Lamayuru Monastery the shape 
has been modified a little. 
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A painter is busy white washing the niches of the stupa. A Namgyal chorten - or victory stupa under 
construction. 
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Apart from floral motifs one can also see the figurines 
of the Garuda deity on the stupa. 


cic mbols and Paintings 
tens or Stupas 


Cc 


5. Chor 


6. Mani 


This is a more modern looking stupa, in the ancient Painters busy painting Stupa. 
times stupa’s were more like white colored mounds with 
organic shapes. 
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‘Life, learnings and more from Ladakh’ While traveling within Ladakh it is a common sight to find piles and mounds of carved Mani stones inside mon- 
by astery areas, roadsides, sometimes decorated with goat or yak horns at the entrances of homes. The universal 
Ruchi Shah mantra of the Ava/okitesvara Buddha ‘Om Mani Pad Me Hum ‘is etched into these smooth stones with hammers 
IDC, IIT Bombay and chisels. Monks carve them occasionally as a form of ‘Sadhana’ or meditation; local villagers make them in 


their spare time in winters. It could be a form of punishment or an inner calling or a method of contemplation. 


Each time a stone is made it is added to the mound, hence they grow bigger and bigger as time passes by. The 
number of stones a follower carves and spends time on is similar to the japa that we do with prayer beads. The 
local Ladakhi people and /amas make these works to express their faith within Buddha. 


Source: 


6. Mani Stones 
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Carved Mani stones form heaps and mounds dotting the path leading up to the Hanle Monastery in Changthang. 
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https://dsource.in irce/practicing-peace/mani They are chiseled out by hand in order to gain peace of 


tone mind and good karma. nn 
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This monk has a handmade contraption the stone in A flattish oval shaped stone is usually preferred for the 
position while he begins carving it. mantra to be carved upon. 
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The mantra has to be plotted out with a pencil on the 
stones 


stone, before the carving begins. Each stone may take 
many hours and days to complete. 
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stone, before the carving begins. Each stone may take 
many hours and days to complete. 
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6. Mani Stones 


This mani stone is placed in the courtyard of the Stok 
(vertical prayer flag) in the courtyard of a house. Palace. 
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Contact Details 


This documentation was done by Ruchi Shah, IDC, IIT Bombay. 
You can get in touch with her at ruchishah1982[at]gmail.com 
You can write to the following address regarding suggestions and clarifications: 


Helpdesk Details: 
Co-ordinator 

Project e-kalpa 
Industrial Design Centre 
IIT Bombay 

Powai 

Mumbai 4000 076 

India 


Phone: 091-22-25767820/ 7801/ 7802 
Fax: 091-22-25767803 
Email: dsource.in[at]gmail.com 


